'Pull i' he shouted
'Between ourselves,' Tubanov wound up, 'they burned
the Great Khan'
Torches, flaring in the dark, lighting up faces fitfully
and setting shoulder-straps sparkling, were plunged into
the heap of wood At once will-o'-the-wisps started glid-
ing over the surface of the pyre, as though an adroit sales-
man had unrolled, all at once, a piece of velvet, blue
and transparent A strong smell of alcohol filled the air
'Vodka/ said Zabiakin, with the air of a connoisseur,
'Chinese vodka *
The wood caught fire underneath Chips blazed as it
did so, crackling memly Then, all at once, orange flames
leapt up from the bottom of the pyre and stood straight in
the still air, casting tawny splashes on the trunk of the oak
The division looked on
The fire rose up, swathed in smoke Suddenly, caiess-
ingly, it stroked the soles of Chernov's feet
The oak was thirty times older than the men round it
It had sheltered generations of birds in its branches, and
between its roots, lineages of rabbits It was familiar with
cold and heat, with the courses of subterranean streams
and the paths of the clouds, with winds from all quarters,
with storms of all kinds It had seen squirrels born and
stags mate In a thousand years it had learned many
things about the nature of beasts, but it still had much
to learn
The Tibetans were the first to go Then the soldiers
started dispersing The pyre furrowed with light and
shade the gnarled bark of the oak and the man up there
He did not utter a sound
General Rezukhin watched the flames climb along the
legs of the hanging man The skin of his feet blackened
and shrivelled His ankles slimmed, and two streams of
liquid sizzled as they dropped into the fire
'Fat/ said the general to himself, and he felt like going
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